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‘Beyond all the trends’: Torres Strait Island foods, past, present and future 
Margaret Anderson, Bronwyn Fredericks and Donna Lee Brien 
Abstract 
While trends are cyclical, Indigenous perspectives offer continuity to life’s pathways. One of 
the current trends is the increasing culinary interest in Indigenous Australian foods, not just in 
restaurants, but also in home kitchens. This is a recent trend despite Indigenous foods being 
nutritious and wholesome, and sustaining Indigenous peoples for thousands of years. Home 
Economics can support, foster and affirm Indigenous foods both within this current 
mainstream trend and in the future in life sustaining ways. In order to do so, Home 
Economics need’s to ensure it is prepared, and skilled, with the appropriate knowledge and 
regard for Indigenous ingredients, foods and foodways. This paper will focus on Torres Strait 
Islander foods from the Torres Strait and from mainland Australia. It will showcase Torres 
Strait foods is the past, present and the future. Some of what is presented here is part of a 
research case study, which involves a literature review, data collection, and photography. In 
documenting the history of Torres Strait Island food and foodways, the traditions and 
customs will be kept alive for future generations, and beyond any trends or fashions. 
Keywords 
Torres Strait Islands, Indigenous foods, Indigenous foodways, nutrition, writing, cookbooks. 
Introduction 
In recent years there has been an unprecedented upsurge in interest in Indigenous foods and 
foodways not just in Australia, but internationally (Foley 2005). There are now restaurants 
that specialise in Indigenous foods and dishes which might focus on one Indigenous 
ingredient, along with specialised cookbooks, chefs and food companies which showcase and 
market Indigenous ingredients and foods (Craw, 2012). In many ways this is a trend, in the 
same way that other foods such as fondue, prawn cocktails and cupcakes have all been trends 
– and waxed and waned with culinary fashion and tastes.  Regardless of such trends, food is 
an essential component of life for all human beings. The discipline of food studies tells us 
that food is not only a fundamental part of our everyday lives, it also shapes a central part of 
social, cultural and religious movements in different cultures around the world. Along with 
providing us with nutrients and energy, food has a major influence on our physical, social, 
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mental, emotional, and spiritual health and wellbeing. Torres Strait Islanders are no different 
from other people in this regard. Like other Indigenous peoples, Torres Strait Islanders also 
utilise food as a way to belong, and incorporate other aspects of life and as a way to celebrate 
and affirm their traditions and culture (Beckett, 1997; Fredericks & Anderson, 2013a&b; 
Foley, 2005). 
This paper will focus on Torres Strait Islander foods from both the Torres Strait and mainland 
Australia. It will showcase Torres Strait foods is the past, present and the future. Some of 
what is presented here is part of a research case study, which involves a literature review, 
data collection, and photography. The data collection involves cooking with Torres Strait 
Islanders, interviewing them whilst they are cooking, and photographing the step-by-step 
cookery process. In documenting the history of Torres Strait Island food and foodways, past 
traditions and customs will not just be kept alive, but revived and revitalised for future 
generations. The health and wellbeing of Torres Strait Islander peoples is such a focus on 
nutritious and wholesome foods, including traditional and cultural foods is needed (Lee et.al, 
2009). As will be demonstrated, a focus on Torres Strait Island nutrition, foods and foodways 
must be more than a trend, if it is going to assist in keeping Torres Strait Islander people and 
culture alive.  
 
The Torres Strait 
The Torres Strait Islands are the islands to the far north of the Australian mainland situated 
between the northern most east coast of Australia and Papua New Guinea, and between the 
Coral and the Arafura Sea. There are some 100 islands in the Torres Strait, which is named 
after the Spanish explorer Luiz Vaes de Torres, who passed through the area in 1606. In 1879, 
the Torres Strait was taken over as crown land and since this time it has been deemed as part 
of Queensland, and governed as such. The Torres Strait is well known for its distinctive 
culture which has slight variations on the different islands where they live (Whap, 2001). 
They are a seagoing people, and involved in trade with people of Papua New Guinea and 
Australia. The culture and language is complex, with some Australian, Papuan and 
Austronesian elements (Shnukal, 2001). The Islanders seem to have been the dominant 
culture for several centuries, and bordering Aboriginal and Papuan cultures show some Island 
influence in religious ceremonies and the like (Beckett, 1987). Archaeological, linguistic and 
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folk history evidence suggests that the core of Island culture is Papuo-Austronesian (Shnukal, 
2001). 
Torres Strait Islanders are not mainland Aboriginal people who occupy the islands of the 
Torres Strait. They are a distinct and separate people who have their own origin, history and 
traditions. Over the past 50 years, there has been increasing migration from the Torres Strait 
to the Australian mainland. While there are still a significant number of Torres Strait 
Islanders living in the Torres Strait, here are now more Torres Strait Islanders living on the 
Australian mainland than in the Torres Strait. Queensland has the largest population of Torres 
Strait Islanders (20,902), followed by New South Wales (5,248) and Victoria (2,200) (ABS, 
2008). There are also now generations of Torres Strait Islanders who have never lived in the 
Torres Strait. 
 
Foods of the past 
For many generations, the Torres Strait economy was based on the cultivation of fruit and 
vegetables in gardens, hunting, fishing and trading with others between islands (Mosby & 
Robinson, 1998). The peoples of the islands retained a familiar understanding of the ocean 
currents, eating patterns and whereabouts of a mixture of sea existence (Shnukal, 2001; 
Dyson, 2006). Torres Strait Islander peoples lived for many thousands of years in harmony 
with their environment, with a flourishing food society, which sustained people across this 
period, including during tough and unfavourable times (NHMRC, 2000; Shnukal, 2001). 
The diet of the Torres Strait Islanders was high in protein, complex carbohydrates, vitamins 
and minerals (NHMRC, 2000). The vegetables eaten were mainly starchy, with kumala 
(sweet potato), cassava, taro and yams being most commonly eaten by the Torres Strait 
Islanders. Fruits include wongai (native plum), berries, beach almonds, oozooh (native fruit) 
and coconuts. The animals that were hunted were nutritious and tender especially veal, pig, 
fish, dugong, turtle, mussels and other seafood. The seafood eaten includes many fish, 
shellfish, crustaceans, squid, muscles, octopus, turtle and dugong with the latter the most 
highly valued, being wholesome and distinctive in taste. All of these foods are still available 
today. (See Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Mussels / Akul (Torres Strait Island Language). Photograph by Margaret Anderson, 
2013.  
 
Unlike mainland Aboriginal cooking, there is only a minimal reliance on game, with the 
exception of the Torres Strait Island pigeon. Unlike mainland cooking the most outstanding 
procedure is cooking in the ground oven which is called ‘kupmari’ or ‘amai’, which is used to 
provide for crowds and feasts. Food cooked in this way included dugong, whole fish, turtle 
meat and vegetable dishes. A specific aspect of the cookery methods implemented in the 
signature dishes of the Torres Strait is the distinctive and widespread usage of coconut milk 
to flavour and enhance a meal. Three distinct traditional Torres Strait Island dishes which are 
flavoured with coconut mild which are called ‘sabee sabee’, ‘sop-sop’ or ‘papai’ and 
‘pakalola’.  
In Indigenous cultures, knowledge was passed down orally, from one generation to the next. 
Sellwood (2008) explains that in Torres Strait Islander culture knowledge was passed down 
through Elders ‘our Athe’s (grandfathers) and our Aka’s (grandmother’s), from our Baba’s 
and Ama’s (mothers and fathers) and our Awa’s and Ama’s (uncles and aunties)’ (p. 47). 
Knowledge of food for a sustainable life was passed down in this way, along with the 
significance of certain foods and their preparation for ceremonies. 
Foods of the present 
The Torres Strait Island cuisine of today represents a combination of traditional foods and 
foods which entered the Torres Strait diet through the London Missionary Society (LMS) and 
Asian influences (Shnukal, 2001). Those preparing Torres Strait Island foods, however, still 
have a reverence for the local land and sea. At important and ceremonial Torres Strait 
Islander events, the foods that might be served might include dugong, whole fish, turtle meat 
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and traditional vegetables along with rice, damper, noodles and other introduced vegetables. 
Damper, rice and noodles have only become part of Torres Strait culture since the LMS and 
due to Asian influence. (See Figures 2 & 3).  
 
Figure 2. Damper with Golden Syrup. Photograph by Margaret Anderson, 2013. 
 
Figure 3. Noodles being prepared for Simurr – Chicken cooked with Vermicelli. Photograph 
by Margaret Anderson, 2013. 
The Torres Strait Islander cookbooks produced over the past twenty-five years also reflect the 
diversity of foods now eaten by Torres Strait Islanders. For example, Traditional Torres 
Strait Island Cooking (Edwards, 1988), Island Cooking (Education Queensland, ud) and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cookbook (Education Queensland, ud) include images, 
explanations and recipes, all spanning a range of culinary influences.  
Over time, as the other foods have impacted on the diets of Torres Strait Islander people and 
changes have occurred in lifestyles, their health and wellbeing has suffered. A number of 
chronic diseases like cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, kidney failure and Type 2 
Diabetes are now common in Torres Strait Islanders (McDermott, et.al. 2007; NHMRC, 
2000). Diabetes is a significant issue with about one third of all adults affected by Diabetes 
Type 2 (Leonard et.al 2002). Obesity is additionally a significant problem, and responsible 
for 16% of the health gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians (AIHW, 
2011).  
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In all Indigenous communities, including in Torres Strait Islander populations (urban, 
regional, isolated and remote), there are a large range of issues that impact on health status, 
including underemployment, poor housing, overcrowding, insufficient infrastructure, 
facilities and high levels of transferrable and parasitic diseases (AIHW, 2011). The links to 
better nutrition and better health need to be better understood within this broader context in 
order to progress the health of Torres Strait Islanders (Lee, et.al, 2009; Leonard, et.al., 1995; 
Lee, et.al, 2009; NATSINWP, 2001; NHMRC, 2000).  
 
Foods of the future 
Indigenous peoples across the globe are battling with issues of poor health as a result of 
colonisation, imperialism and globalisation (Mihesuah, 2005; NHMRC, 2000). It is well 
documented that the loss of traditional foods is directly linked to the diet-related illnesses 
currently experienced by Indigenous peoples, including Torres Strait Islander people in the 
Torres Strait and on the Australian mainland (Lee, et.al, 2009; Leonard, et.al., 1995; 
NATSINWP, 2001; NHMRC, 2000).  A re-connection with Torres Strait Island foods and 
foodways is, therefore, vital in the endeavour to improve Torres Strait nutrition, health and 
wellbeing. Coupled with this, is the need to document Torres Strait Islander recipes for future 
generations to order to ensure the continuation of Torres Strait Islander culture and foodways.  
Wahpetunwan Dakota women and advocate of native foods, Waziyatawin (2005) asserts that 
Indigenous people need to decolonise their diets and that this would help to reverse some of the 
effects of colonisation. She advocates for Indigenous people to do what they can to make changes 
in their dietary practices despite inaccessibility to land or their economic situation, transport 
problems, or other structural issues. She asserts that ‘it is important to determine your current 
access to traditional foods and prioritize your attempts to recover various foods’ (p.76). Moreover, 
she emphasises that Indigenous people need to focus on fact that the ‘recovery of these practices 
becomes a means of countering the forces of colonization as well as a way to restore health and 
wellbeing’ (p.83).  
In her book titled Recovering Our Ancestors’ Gardens: Indigenous Recipes and Guide to Diet 
and Fitness, Mihesuah outlines how Indigenous ancestors sought food sources, prepared meals, 
cared for themselves, and supported the wellbeing of communities. She argues that Indigenous 
people need to reclaim some of these past practices if they are to thrive in contemporary society. 
Mihesuah stresses the importance of cultures who garden and who need to re-learn how to garden 
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or select foods at the supermarkets from their ancestors’ gardening traditions. Her work, as is that 
of Milburn (2004) and Wall and Masayesva (2004), is relevant to Torres Strait Islander peoples 
and reflects a growing recognition of the value of traditional Indigenous food and their health 
benefits. 
One of the ways that home economics can assist in this process is through the development of a 
range of suitable resources, programs, guides, kits, cookbooks and more. This also requires the 
transfer of traditional food knowledge from older generations to younger people. With regards to 
Indigenous-specific cookbooks, these narratives need to incorporate Indigenous food knowledge 
and food-related traditions. A range of contemporary issues and stressors, along with shorter life 
expectancy of Elders before knowledge is passed on, places traditional food knowledge at further 
risk of being forgotten and lost in some families and communities. Furthermore, other foods that 
have been introduced will, over time, continue to be seen as ‘cultural’ foods and embedded, as if 
they have always been there, despite their contributions to poor health. Examples of these kinds 
of foods are damper, sabee sabee domboy (flour dough rolled and cooked in coconut milk), tin 
meat, tinned braised steak and onions, fried scones, fish, dugong and turtle. 
Margaret Anderson, one of the authors of this paper, is developing a Torres Strait Islander 
cookbook. It will be the first time such a cookbook will be documented and developed by a 
Torres Strait Islander, who is also a Home Economics teacher and researcher. Margaret is 
presently collecting data and photographs and thinking through the production of this important 
resource as part of a Masters by Research project. She envisages that every recipe will start with a 
photograph of all the ingredients. These images will reflect all ingredients (measured in metrics) 
to scale in reference to the other ingredients. This will serve as a handy way of checking that the 
cook has everything ready before they start cooking. Each short and straightforward step will be 
clearly explained without any jargon or difficult technical terms, and also illustrated in a 
corresponding photograph. These photographs will reflect what the cook should expect to see in 
front of themselves as they progress through the recipes. Her knowledge, skills and abilities as a 
Home Economics teacher in setting out steps for cookery, clear instructions and working through 
a logical process of preparation and cookery will be vital in this compilation process.  
The cookbook that Margaret is developing will feature foods in a way that will allow them to 
shift beyond traditional modes of preparation to take these foods step-by-step into the twenty-first 
century in a way that will enable them to be cooked in either an urban or suburban kitchen or in a 
regional community setting (Foley et.al, 2011). It is believed that this approach will assist Torres 
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Strait Islander people to reclaim their relationship with certain foods, and certain food preparation 
techniques, from the past and make them meaningful to their daily lives in the present. Through 
this project, Margaret is attempting to contribute to a more nutritious and healthy future for the 
present generation of Torres Strait Islanders as well as the generations ahead. 
 
Conclusion 
While trends come and go, Indigenous foods are not just a fashion in contemporary culinary 
practice, but a way of living that has sustained people for thousands of years. Indigenous 
perspectives, including understandings of food, food preparation and foodways, offer 
continuity to life’s pathways. They do not stand in contrast to the goals of Home Economics, 
but complement Home Economics’ underlying philosophies. People working within the field 
of Home Economics can support, foster and affirm Indigenous foods within this current 
mainstream trend as a means to promote life sustaining ways. We are hoping that through this 
approach, others will come to understand that Indigenous foods, including Torres Strait 
Island foods, are important to the health and wellbeing of all Australians, past, present and 
future.  
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